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Protecting People and Wildlife from Toxics in the Sierra – New Report in 2021
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The Sierra Nevada was ground zero to the California Gold Rush 
and today, there are hundreds of hydraulic mines that continue to 
release sediment and mercury downstream during storm events. 
Eating fish high in mercury can result in neurological impairment and 
developmental delays in people and in wildlife. 

The good news is there is an exciting opportunity to reduce mercury 
in our rivers from abandoned mines! With climate change increasing 
fire severity, forest restoration efforts have increased to reduce 
wildfire threat. Mining remediation uses similar on-the-ground 
activities as some forest restoration work. Conducting hydraulic mine 
remediation in tandem with forest restoration creates an efficiency 
of work and significantly reduces total costs for land-managers and 
taxpayers compared to doing the projects separately.

The Sierra Fund launched a new pilot project in 2021 with the Tahoe 
National Forest. The project will use fuels removed to reduce wildfire 
risk to create woodchips and biochar, a charcoal-like substance that 
can be made from forestry wastes. This biochar can be put back 
on the forests to improve soil health and filter runoff of mercury-
contaminated storm water. Biochar also stores carbon to benefit 
our climate. We are looking forward to the results this next year 
and scoping for the potential to more efficiently and cost-effectively 
remediate hydraulic mines as part of more comprehensive, holistic 
and long-lasting benefits to forest health across the region.

The Sierra is riddled with abandoned mines. Residents and visitors can unknowingly be exposed to 
hazards while recreating or living on these lands. In addition, mine waste can contribute pollutants to 
our rivers and waterways making their way all the way to the Bay-Delta.

To prevent exposure to legacy mining toxics, The Sierra Fund created the first-of-its-kind report, 
“Revitalization of Mine-Impacted Lands”, outlining a comprehensive set of best-practices to protect 
public health for cities, counties, and other land owners purchasing or developing lands in the Sierra. 
This new report helps those acquiring as well as managing lands in the Sierra to protect public 
health and the environment, as well as limit landowner liability. In May, we held “Mining Mondays” 
workshops reviewing these key findings with over one hundred leading land-managers and experts.
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Innovative Forest Restoration with Mine Remediation to Expedite Forest Resiliency 



ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH: WHAT MATTERS TO COMMUNITIESHelping Low-Income Residents Protect their Health from Wildfire

Indigenous Tribes tended the Sierra for thousands of years. The Sierra 
Fund is committed to supporting tribal restoration work and cultural 
perpetuation. Tribal leaders have begun to come forward, inviting 
partnership with The Sierra Fund to repair the environmental damage 
that has changed not only the landscape but the very essence of their 
communities.

The Cosumnes, American, Bear, and Yuba (CABY) Integrated Regional 
Water Management planning group serves communities living in their 
watersheds. The Sierra Fund has prioritized equitable inclusion of 
Tribes in CABY’s decision-making processes, ensuring that the Regional 
Plan includes priority projects that Tribes request to improve water 
quality and meet their water access needs. During 2021, The Sierra 
Fund convened a series of listening sessions and helped support the 
development and submission of five Tribal-led projects into the Plan. 

New Leadership: Welcome Joan Clayburgh

A century of fire suppression combined with a warming climate is 
resulting in dangerous wildfires and hazardous smoke threatening 
communities throughout the Sierra. Fine particles in wildfire smoke 
can cause a range of health problems, from burning eyes to aggravated 
chronic heart and lung diseases, and even premature death. 

Many low-income residents in the Sierra live in rental properties 
whose owners do not invest in fire-preparedness. In addition, many 
residents have not been provided evacuation resources – which often 
target homeowners or are only in English. When it comes to indoor air 
quality, low-income residents often have unsealed homes and cannot 
afford HVAC systems and other expensive air filtration devices to filter 
hazardous wildfire smoke. 

In 2021, The Sierra Fund piloted a program to educate low-income 
residents in Nevada County about fire-preparedness and improving 
indoor air quality affordably. Our community organizer did multilingual 
(English/Spanish) outreach to over 3,000 people. He shared information 
on how to build inexpensive air filters using box fans and filters. He 
also shared how to reduce wildfire risk around homes and offered local 
evacuation resources. We plan to build on lessons learned to develop 
a region-wide set of recommendations for how cities and counties can 
more effectively support under-resourced community members.

Izzy Martin retired at the end of 2021 after 18 years at the 
helm of The Sierra Fund. A send-off celebration is planned 
for 2022 (stay tuned!). The Board of Directors conducted 
an extensive search and hired Joan Clayburgh as the new 
Executive Director. Joan brings over 30 years nonprofit 
management experience (28 years being a resident of the 
Sierra Nevada) and extensive knowledge of conservation 
in the region. Prior to The Sierra Fund, her leadership 
included being a director at Western Resource Advocates 
and Executive Director of Sierra Nevada Alliance. For more 
on her background visit www.sierrafund.org/staff/

Partnering with Tribal Groups to Support Water Access and Quality 
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